[Rational diagnosis of chronic heart failure].
Congestive heart failure is associated with a high mortality and morbidity. The aetiology of heart failure and the presence of exacerbating factors should be carefully assessed in all cases. The extent to which the cause of heart failure should be pursued by further investigations will depend on the resources available and the likelihood that a precise diagnosis will influence treatment. The clinical suspicion of heart failure should be confirmed by more objective tests, particularly aimed at assessing cardiac function. To achieve this goal a variety of non-invasive and invasive tests are available. For follow-up studies echocardiography and to a lesser extent chest x-ray may be helpful. It is expected that measurement of plasma concentration of natriuretic peptides may add important information to the diagnostic process of heart failure and will identify those patients at greatest risk for serious cardiovascular events. In the future, the development of new techniques in non-invasive diagnostic tests such as contrast echocardiography, computer tomography and cardiac magnetic resonance imaging will extend the diagnostic spectrum of heart failure.